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ABSTRACT 



Public television differs from commercial 
broadcasting in its assumptions, goals, and approaches. While 
commercial television seeks the largest possible audience, public 
television seeks to maximize the effectiveness of a program for a 
specific audience, not maximize the size of the audience. This study 
sought to provide a method for determining whether a public 
television program was meeting its objectives. It used a series of 
mail surveys, personal interviews, and telephone follow-ups to gauge 
the effect of an interview show called "The Way People Live" on its 
audience in the Austin and San Antonio areas of Texas. Surveys, 
questionnaires, and analyses are fully presented here. Overall, it 
was found that social and demographic characteristics of viewers and 
not differences related to program impact most distinguished the 
audience. Attitudinal items and questions did not predict how 
frequently a viewer watched the show. (JK) 
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INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM 



I . 

In broadest aim this study was an attempt to test 
a model for evaluating programs on public television. In 
narrower aim it was an assessment of a locally produced tele- 
vision program entitled "The Way People Live." 

One assumption in meeting the above aims was the 
identification of public broadcasting as a communications 
technique for achieving specific non-entertainment objectives 
in audience behaviors and attitudes. From this it follows 
that one should be able to assess such programs by determining 
how audience behaviors or attitudes reflect these objectives. 
The theoretical perspective in this research was a functional 
approach toward a mass media audience. Communication evalu- 
ation was in terms of what people do with what they see on 
television . 

The practical side of the research was an assessment 
of audience reactions to "The Way People Live," which was a 
series of 30-minute interview programs broadcast weekly on 
KLRN television, the Austin-San Antonio station operated by 
the University of Texas. The series was presented by the 
station in cooperation with the Texas Association for Mental 
Health. Winston Bode, public information director for the 
association, was its producer and host. The program was 
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originated by Bode in consultation with an advisory committee 
composed of professionals in the mental health field. 

Each program featured discussions with someone who 
had overcome or adjusted to a personal problem. Typically, 
guests were persons who had successfully negotiated a familiar 
crisis: addiction, divorce, retirement, traumatic injury, and 

so forth. Occasionally the program featured professionals 
talking about familiar problems and techniques of handling 
them. 

Its producer-host described "The Way People Live" as 
a "people to people" program, in which guests relate their own 
experiences in dealing with life's problems and challenges." 

He outlined its overall aim as to impart mental health informa- 
tion and concepts regarding successful living styles. Specific 
programs mentioned in connection with the research are described 
in Tables 4 and 6. 

Section II of the report includes a discussion of the 
task of assessing public television programs, along with 
descriptions of previous mental health broadcasts and their 
evaluations. The basic strategy of the research is outlined 
in part III, and methods and procedures are described in detail 
in section IV. 1-jirt V presents results of the four surveys 
conducted in the study along with interpretations of each 
question. The concluding section, VI, is a discussion of the 
research findings. 




9 



II. EVALUATION OF PUBLIC TELEVISION 



ERIC 



Ove rview 

Public television differs from commercial broadcasting 
in its assumptions, goals, and approaches. Yet few methods 
have been developed to evaluate its unique programming. The 
measure of success for a commercial program is well-known: an 

audience is "rated" as to its numerical size and consumer 
potential. Program effectiveness has evolved into account- 
ability to the advertiser. 

A program on public television, rather than striving 
«? 

to be all things to all men, is built around a set of limited 
objectives designed to maximize its effectiveness for its 
specific audience, not to maximize the audience itself. It 
follows, then, that audience potential is not as important 
as program potential. In other words, a key criterion for public 
television is: does a program fulfill its objectives for its 

viewers? Conventional modes of audience research simply are 
not geared to "rate" the success of public television in 
meeting these objectives. 

Background and Research 

Studying the effect of a program on its audience is 
no new idea. Over two decades ago Kercher, after a study of 

3 

30 
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the size and composition of the audience for two C.B.S. radio 
documentaries, suggested "the focus of research should be less 
on audience size and program ratings, and more upon the impact 
of the programs upon the public mind."^ The idea of relating 
the effect of radio broadcasts to program accountability was 
expressed by Siepmann: 

Our system of broadcasting is frequently described 
and justified as being democratic. If this is the fact, 
then broadcasting is accountable to the public and the 
public should have the final voice in radio's operation. ^ 

Since the advent of television, "public interest" has 
been the sounding board for countless criticisms of commercial 
television programming. It was partly in response to such 
charges that public television was born. The Carnegie 
Commission on Educational Television noted what its members 
thought should be the objectives of public television: 

We recognize that commercial television is obliged for 
the most part to search for the uniformities within the 
general public, and to apply its skills to satisfy the 
uniformities it has found. Somehow we must seek out the 
diversities as well, and meet them, too, with the full body 
of skills necessary for their satisfaction . . . The util- 

ization of a great technology for great purposes, the appeal 
to excellence in the service of diversity — these finally 
become the concepts that gave shape to the work of the 
commission. In the deepest sense, these are the objectives 
of our recommendations .3 



1 Leonard C. Kercher, "Social Problems on the Air: An 

Audience Study," Public Opinion Quarterly, II (Fall, 1947), 
p. 411. 



^Charles A. Siepmann, Radio , Television and Society , 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1950) , p^ 69 . 

^Carnegie Commission on Educational Television, Public 
Television: A Program for Action (New York: Bantam Books, 

1967) , p. 21. 
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Many comments on program impact research have been 
coupled with criticisms of the television ratings system. 

These have been the subject of debate for a number of years 
and are not of central concern here. However, one of the most 
recent criticisms — and one which points up the need for 
program evaluations of the type attempted here — is from 
Federal Communications Commission chairman Nicholas Johnson. 

He makes the provocative suggestion that television companies 
and advertisers be made legally liable in order to intensify 
the networks' concern about the quality and impact of their 
programming . 1 

The purpose of public television evaluations is to 
allow decisions on programs to be "made on the basis of their 
qualifications to fulfill the needs, tastes, and desires of 
the community served. The central question is: How and 

what kind of evaluative model should be employed to obtain 
these data? 

One approach might be to use a method outlined some 
years ago by the British Broadcasting Corporation in connection 
with radio program evaluations: 

The place of listener research with the BBC can 
only be freed from all ambiguity by stating unequivocally 
that even if it revealed a majority of the public were 

^Nicholas Johnson, How to Talk Back to Your Television 
Set , (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1970T, p. 186 . 

2Harry J. Skornia and Jack William Kitson, eds.. 
Problems and Controversie s in Television and Radio, (Palo 
Alto, Calif.’: Pacific Books, 1968), p. 461. 
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opposed to a policy being pursued by the BBC in a partic- 
ular matter, or disliked a series of broadcasts which was 
on the air, that would not in itself be considered a valid 
reason why the policy should be reversed or the programs 
withdrawn. This is not to say that the listener research 
findings would be ignored, they would be considered with 
utmost care and weighed with other considerations which 
were relevant. But the decision, when taken, would be a 
responsible decision, come to in the light of what was 
considered ultimately to be in the best interests Of the 
public and the service.! 

A more objective procedure in line with the goals of 
public television might be to replace ratings and intuitive 
judgment with scientific data about audience attitudes. Wilson 
sketched such a model some years ago: 

The first step in this effectiveness research has been 
to outline in consultation with the producer the objectives 
of the documentary. Next, the script is subjected to an 
intensive content analysis . . . and these points are then 

converted into questions of fact and opinion . . .2 

Some insight into evaluation problems and procedures 
may be gained by looking at previous broadcast programs about 
mental health and how they were assessed. Most of the studies 
which follow were concerned with describing the program and 
not evaluation, so reports in this connection are sparce. 

Steiner described the program, "How's Your Mental 
Health," broadcast over Chicago's WGN in 1934, and a radio 



1 Re port of the Broadcasting Committee (London: His 

Majesty's Stationery Office, CMD, 8116, 9195; 1949), quoted in 
Evaluation of Statistical Methods Used in Obtaining Broadcast 
Ratings : Report of the Committee on Interstate and Foreign 

Commerce , H. R. Rep. No. 193, 87th Cong., 1st Sess. (1961), 

p. 10 . 

2Elmo C. Wilson, "The Effectiveness of Documentary 
Broadcasts," Public Opinion Quarterly , XII (Spring, 1948) , 
pp. 19-29. 
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program, "Psychologically Speaking," over WVED in New York in 
1954. The objectives of the programs essentially were to 
impart a "point of view, a way of looking at life, an approach 
to emotional responses which we consider to be healthy. "1 She 
reported an attempt in 1953 to evaluate "How's Your Mental 
Health" by asking listeners to fill out a one-page question- 
naire, which could be submitted anonymously, as to why they 
listened and whether they had solved any personal problems 
through the program. Responses were used to subjectively 
assess the program's effectiveness in terms of the functions 
it fulfilled for the viewers. 

McKinney and Hillix described a year long commercial 
television series on personal adjustment which differed in 
form from "The Way People Live," but which had similar basic 
objectives. ^ For evaluation they relied mostly on mail 
responses and personal contacts by viewers. A University of 
Missouri sociology class undertook a survey to determine the 
characteristics of the program's audience and their reactions 
to it. 

Fifty viewers were interviewed from the economic 
groups representative of the community. Eighty-two 
percent had seen the program and sixty-four percent knew 



1 Lee R. Steiner, "The Use of Radio as a Medium for 
Mental Health Education," The International Journal of Group 
Psychotherapy , IV, (April 1954), pp. 204-09. 

2 Fred McKinney and W. A. Hillix, "A Personal Adjust- 
ment Television Program," The American Psychologist, II 
(December, 1956), pp. 672-79. 
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